At the thought of the coming scene he was almost
paralysed by helpless embarrassment. To cover It Vp
as best he could he essayed an attitude far removed
from his actual feelings, and sallied forth, a cigar
between his teeth, his hat cocked over one eye, and
nervously grasping his cane, in the direction of the hotel.
He went in; a woman who was sitting in the office,
sewing, got up and came towards him.
Still keeping his cigar between his teeth he asked:
"Can you let me have a room?"
She assented. Then, adopting the sort of bantering
tone Lavarenne might have employed in similar
circumstances, he went on (although he could have
wept with regret, despair and helplessness) :
"But it must be a top-floor room, facing towards
the pine-woods."
The critical moment had arrived.
"I'd better tell you that I have a friend who is staying
next door. Her mother won't allow her out. If the roof
is practicable, though, I intend to use it tonight to
get from my room to hers."
There was a moment's silence. The woman was
plainly taken aback. She answered at length, surprised
into acquiescence (so powerful is the impress of a mind
exclusively bent on one subject):
"The roof is very steep, though. . . ."
A maid came up, followed by a waiter. The woman
explained the situation to them.
Michel was obliged to listen to his own explanation
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